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Abstract: The present study tries to indicate the essential characteristics of the job 
description of a controller in German small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 
Therefore new empirical data have been collected in the years 2003-2006 by questioning 
controllers in German enterprises. By the use of a concise explication of differences but 
also similarities between the characteristics in SMEs and large companies, a framework 
concerning different spheres of the job needs can be created. Independently from the 
companies’ size similarities can be found in the role-models, images of the controllers and 
the personality traits. Considerable differences can be demonstrated regarding the 
organizational structure of controlling divisions and the tasks and activities in SMEs. For 
some more reasons the study proves that the job description of controllers in SMEs differs 
significantly from that in large-scale enterprises. Possible implications like for the human 
resource recruitment and university teachings are discussed and some new ideas for further 
even deeper research are given. 
Keywords: Controlling, Controllership, German Mittelstand, small and medium-sized 
enterprises, organizational structure, job description, image, tasks and activities, function, 
roles, personality traits, future research 
 
 
 W. Ruda et al. 
Essential Characteristics of the Controller-job description in German Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 
  46 
1  Introduction 
The impact of globalized markets isn’t anymore only limited to large-scale 
companies but also affects Small and Medium-sized Enterprises. These are 
confronted with manifold new tasks
1 and requirements. Therefore they are 
demanding an integrated controlling system
2 to remain successful
3. The 
controlling has undergone a lot of different development processes. Beside basic 
tasks, like information support, planning
4 and monitoring, the safeguarding of 
rationality in management
5 is of high significance, functioning in the manner of a 
counterweight to decisions made by intuition and instinctive feeling. None the 
less, social competencies of the controller are valued as important as professional 
skills, because of the necessary cooperation with other divisions. 
Despite numerous studies regarding different controlling topics, the controlling in 
SMEs respectively the controller and the controllership in SMEs has been slightly 
neglected. Therefore it isn’t astonishing that an even more specific topic, like his 
job description hasn’t been in the focus of empirical research.
6 Hence, empirical 
data from the corporate practice, which could grant a deeper insight in this job, is 
only very limited available. 
The present study concentrates on the characterization of the job description of 
controllers in German SMEs; roles and images, diverse tasks and activities as well 
as personality traits are discussed. 
Through a time series analysis of questionnaires from the years 2003 to 2006 the 
study delivers an approximate description of the essential characteristics of such a 
controller type. The expectations are the gathering of new empirical data, its 
statistical analysis and finally the delivery of new statistically proved input to the 
research and teaching community as well as to the companies. A coproduct of the 
study is its function as a helpful guide for future students regarding the selection 
of an adequate university program and for the choice of the first employer. 
                                                           
1   Cp. Reichmann (2006a), p. 2. 
2   Cp. Reichmann (2006b), p. 175. 
3   Steinhübel states that only a strategic alignment of the enterprise gives a comparative 
advantage that enables a long-term secure future. Cp. Steinhübel (2006), p. 205. 
4   Cp. Horváth (2006a), S. 149-150 und S. 159. 
5   Cp. Weber (1998), S. 39-48. Cp. also Horváth (2006a), S. 149-150 und S. 159. 
6    See the following studies regarding the controller specialized in merger and 
acquisitions in large enterprises: Littkemann/ Eisenberg/ Lerchl (2007), pp. 137-144; 
Borchers (1999), pp. 23-28; Kalwait (1998), pp. 57-60; Peemöller (1989), pp. 295-301 
and Preißner (1998), pp. 217-221 or Volk (1994); Weber/ Schäfer (1998) pp. 227-233 
and Zettelmeyer/Pfohl (1986), pp. 125-132. MEB 2008 – 6
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2  Exploratory Research Methodology 
The job profile is composed of different influencing aspects like the size of the 
company, the controlling-philosophy, the organization of the controlling division, 
the tasks and activities, the image of a controller and its personality traits. These 
ones were obtained by specific questions. In order to get a kind of framework the 
single questions has been merged in a comprehensive questionnaire. 
The questionnaire has been given to the participating controllers of the RKW
7 
Baden-Wuerttemberg–Controlling workshops
8 from 2003 to 2006. The 
participants were requested to fill it in immediately and to give it back to the 
moderator (N = 58). 
The responses to open questions have been putted in to an electronic database and 
have been processed with the techniques of the content analysis. The responses to 
closed questions has been putted in the same database but has been analyzed using 
Microsoft Excel and the statistical software SPSS. 
General company data have been collected in the first part of the questionnaire. 
The main emphasis was put on the turnover and employment data. The German 
Code of Commerce (§ 267) has been useful as a quantitative classification scheme 
to divide the enterprises in different groups regarding their turnover.
9 The groups 
of the Small and Middle-sized Enterprises have been merged, because they should 
be analyzed as one group, the well known group of SMEs (“German 
Mittelstand”). Companies with a turnover of less than € 32,12 million are put in 
the SME-type, the others with more than € 32,12 million are put in the class of 
large enterprises. 
   absolute  relative (in %) 
turnover in mill. 
Euro 
2003  2004  2005 2006 2003 2004 2005  2006 
< 32,12 (SMEs)  7  9  12  9  58%  75%  67%  56% 
>= 32,12  5  3  6  7  42%  25%  33%  44% 
Total 12  12  18  16  100%  100%  100%  100% 
Figure 1 
Turnover data 
                                                           
7   The RKW Baden-Württemberg is an independent organisation with 1400 members. 
Private business, government, public associations and trade unions are represented in 
the board of directors. They co-operate with the chambers of commerce, industrial 
associations, scientific institutes and public banks, domestic and foreign. The RKW is 
present in every German State - so it is a unique organisation in Germany for 
rationalisation and innovation concerning SMEs, source: http://www.rkw-
bw.de/english.php, 03/28/2008. 
8   A study/working group (workshop) is a group of people that are working and learning 
together relating to several projects or to specific business areas, led by a moderator. 
9   Cp. Arnold /Ruda (2006), pp. 3-4; Mugler (2005), pp. 24-30. W. Ruda et al. 
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The percentage ratio of the participating SMEs and large-scale enterprises varies a 
bit from year to year. 2003 and 2006 participated approximately the same 
percentage of SMEs in relation to the large-scale enterprises. 2004, 75% of the 
Controller came from SMEs, similar to 2005 with 67%. 
3  Results and Discussions 
3.1  The Roles of the Controller 
For large enterprises a number of studies have already proven the existence of 
several classical types of controllers like “consultant/coach”, “change agent”, 
“service provider”, “kontrolleur” (supervisor)
10 and “driving force”,
11 The present 
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Figure 2 
Roles of the controller that are found in SMEs 
In SMEs, the role of the “change agent” (in 40-50%), the “service provider” (65-
85%) and the “driving force” (30-50%) remained pretty stable over the time 
series. The role of a “consultant” has fluctuated, but has always been on a high 
level, over 40%. The decreasing relevance of the “kontrolleur” is clearly 
observable over time. 
In large-scale enterprises, the role of the “service provider” and the “consultant” 
has been dominant over time. The “kontrolleur” could be found in 40-45% of the 
companies. The “driving force” has got increasingly more important, starting by 
17% ending by 40%. 
                                                           
10   For more information about the “kontrolleur” see Rambusch/Sill (2007), p. 375. 
11   Cp. Littkemann/ Eisenberg/ Lerchl (2007), pp. 142-143. MEB 2008 – 6
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By means of these comparisons, the second discrepancy between SMEs and larger 
enterprises can be shown. In SMEs there doesn’t exist the same accurate 
distinction of roles that are attributed to the controller or that are not attributed to 
him or to her. Vice versa, large companies tend to distinguish more the roles 
which are assigned or are not assigned to their controllers. 
3.2  The Image of the Controller 
The survey respondents should estimate how their own role is perceived by their 
colleagues outside the controlling-department. Theoretically, there could arise a 
discrepancy between the declaration of their image (self-disclosure) and the real 
perception of their colleagues, because the questionnaire hasn’t been handed-out 
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Figure 3 
Image of the controller in SMEs 
From 2003 to 2006 the postulated image of the SME controllers as “braking 
force”, “number cruncher” and “nitpicker” has been falling from only 10% to even 
0% of all examined companies. Furthermore the decreasing percentage of the 
“kontrolleur” over time (from 50% to 10%)  and the low percentage of the 
“trackhound” is clearly notable. Most frequently the controllers are seen as 
“guides” and “helmsman” (navigator) in SMEs. 
Partly identical results can be found in large companies. The image of the 
“braking force”, “number cruncher” and “nitpicker” also doesn’t exist anymore 
and the controller is mainly perceived as “guide” and a “helmsman”. Differing is 
that the controller is still seen as “trackhound” and “kontrolleur” in 30-40% of the 
cases. This could be caused by the enormous saving measures of the past 
especially in large companies. W. Ruda et al. 
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3.3  The Task Fields of the Controller 
The relevance of certain
12 task fields (work content) should be assessed through 
the attribution of the statements “very strong distinct”, “less distinct”, “not 
applicable” to certain task fields. 
In the range of 29-67% of the SMEs the strategic planning
13 and in the range of 39 
- 56% leadership (and Human Resource Management) couldn’t be found in the 
years 2003-2006. In only 10% of the cases, other task fields like tactical planning, 
financing and internal accounting couldn’t be found in SMEs. 
Even more precise is the distinction of task fields in large enterprises. The 
controllers didn’t had to do the following tasks: strategic planning (57-80%), 
leadership (14-67%), financing (33-50%), tactical planning (17-57%), investments 
analysis (14-33%) and regulating tasks (0-33%). 
Figure 4 is created by the ranking of “very strong distinct” task duties in the year 
2006, according to their frequency in SMEs. The same has been done for the large 
companies. Three main differences can be identified. First, the investment analysis 
is controller´s job in 44% of the SMEs, however only in 14% in large enterprises. 
Second, the leadership and HRM are in 33% of the cases an important task in 
SMEs, but have been mentioned from none large-scale company in the year 2006. 
Third, the “other tasks” have been nominated in 33% of the cases in SMEs and in 
67% in large enterprises. Understanding the content of the so called “other tasks” 
would be interesting for further empirical research. 
The third distinction between SMEs and large enterprises is the much less clear 
separation of relevant and irrelevant tasks and work content that a controller has to 
fulfill. 
                                                           
12   Other than the examined task fields could arise from the IFRS accounting principles. 
The controllers will have to understand the new accounting standard, the balance 
sheet analysis and the implications of these developments. For more information see 
Horváth (2006c), p. 407. 
13   For more detailed information about strategic, tactical and operative planning, see 
Ruda (2002b), pp. 11-19. MEB 2008 – 6
th International Conference on Management, Enterprise and Benchmarking 
May 30-31, 2008      Budapest, Hungary 






























Ranking of the strongly distinct task fields in SMEs (2006) 
3.4  The Personality Traits of the Controller 
The survey respondents should declare their own personality traits, necessary for 
doing their job. The categories „very appropriate“, „less appropriate“, „not 
appropriate“ could be used to describe the eleven given traits
14. 
The relative means of the years 2003-2006 in SMEs and in large enterprises are 
put together in the following figure. The personality traits are often almost 
identical. Major differences can only be found in the trait „pronounced treatment 
of customers and suppliers“. The most mentioned personality trait is the 
„analytical thinking“. 70-80% of the questioned controllers nominated as a very 
relevant personality trait the „ability to work in a team“, „ability to manage 
conflicts“, „ability to reach consensus“, „readiness for change“, „ability of 
moderation and communication“, „power of persuasion“ and the „ability to assert 
oneself“. The first three of them can be merged to the term „social competencies“. 
                                                           
14   For further possible traits cp. Garcia-Morales, et al. (2006), pp. 21-41, but also 
Rambusch/Sill (2007), pp. 375-382. W. Ruda et al. 
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Its important that this competencies has been learned and lived over years, till it 
becomes a real integral and true part of one personality. 
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
analytical thinking
ability to assert oneself
ability of moderation and comunication
ability to manage conflicts/reach consensus
readiness for change
pronounced treatment of customers and suppliers
ability for team work
trainer capacity
power of persuasion
knowledge about individual behavior




Very relevant personality traits of a controller in SME and large enterprises 
4  Conclusions and Implications 
The study started with the goal to deliver empirical data in order to define a 
preliminary job description of controllers working in SMEs. Distinguishing 
between the analytical results found in SMEs and large enterprises, differences 
and similarities were obtained. 
•  The SMEs are demonstrating mainly central organized controlling divisions 
(not discussed in this paper but statistically proven by the data). This is in 
accordance with theoretical expectations. 
•  The role of the “kontrolleur” has lost a lot of his former spreading over the 
time. Most frequently can be found the roles of the “service provider” and 
“consultant/coach” in SMEs. 
•  Distinctly reactive role models of controllership like “braking force”, 
“number cruncher” or “nitpicker” can’t anymore found in SMEs. The 
respondents mentioned most often the image of the “guide” and 
“helmsman/navigator”. 
•  The reporting and variance analysis have always to be done by the controller 
in SMEs, followed by the operational planning and general consultancy. The 
tactical and strategic planning are only in exceptional cases part of the tasks in 
SMEs. They frequently encompass the investment analysis as well as MEB 2008 – 6
th International Conference on Management, Enterprise and Benchmarking 
May 30-31, 2008      Budapest, Hungary 
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leadership/HRM, a clear difference to the large companies where they are 
hardly found.    
The tasks and activities of the controller in a SME has, in comparison to a 
large-scale enterprise, a less deep but much broader scope of duties. So the 
label “generalist” can be attributed to the SME-controller and the term 
“specialist” to the large company controller. Also theses findings are in 
concordance with the appropriate theoretical SMEs Business-Literature. 
•  Analytical thinking, power of persuasion, the ability to assert oneself and 
social competencies are the most relevant personality traits for the controller 
in the Mittelstand but also for large companies. The smaller the enterprise the 
more relevant gets the pronounced treatment of customers and suppliers. 
Comparing these results with the business literature world-wide, it can be stated 
that the job description of the controllership in German SMEs is quite similar to 
the one in the US-American controllership. Differing in several points from the 
profile in large-scale companies the controller’s job profile in the German 
Mittelstand represents an challenging and interesting occupation that needs an 
specific educational foundation on university level. 
4.1  Consequences 
Regarding the results of the study, universities and other educational institutions
15 
should continue specializing their curriculae and teachings
16, in order to deliver 
well-educated generalist or specialist-controllers for the job market of small and 
large companies. Being conscious about the differences of the educational 
background of university graduates and their expectations regarding the jobs 
surrounding, the human resource management division or the responsible person 
in SMEs should select even more precisely new employees in the future. Small 
enterprises could try to establish strong cooperations with universities that have 
specialized in the formation of the generalist controller type in order to get directly 
new employees and to take advantage of the possibility to influence the teachings 
giving new input from the practice. Also the internal trainings in enterprises could 
be revised in the way, that open gaps regarding the skills and abilities of graduates 
should be primarily closed. 
                                                           
15   Two important professional organisations are „Internationaler Controller Verein e.V.“ 
and „Bundesverband der Bilanzbuchhalter und Controller e.V.“. For the first cp. 
Günther (2006), pp. 11-13. For the second see Adler (2006), pp. 8-10. 
16   Horváth suggests the implementation of more experience-based parts in the edu-
cation. Cp. Horváth (2006b), p. 123. W. Ruda et al. 
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4.2  Limitations 
One of the methodological limitations of the analysis lies in the size of the sample. 
Another exists of the selection criteria for separating the companies in the group 
of the SMEs or large enterprises, which has done only by using the turnover and 
not as it is usual by a combination of the turnover, the number of employees and 
the balance sheet total. Methodically important is the matter of fact, that the data 
about the controller image has been gained out of the controllers own perspective 
and not by questioning other employees. 
4.3  Future Research 
Regarding the limitations of the present study, further research should firstly try to 
enlarge the number of participants. Secondly putting more emphasis in getting, 
beside the turnover-data, also the data about the employees and the balance sheet 
total. This may include the use of the quantitative EU-definition and size range  
for SMEs. Thirdly should be tried to receive the perceived image of the controllers 
directly from the other employees. 
Analyzing the content of job offers in the main daily business newspapers
17 could 
give a deeper insight in the searched university graduates from the point of view 
of the human resource department. 
A comparative study concerning different countries, also encompassing the 
influence of different cultures on the management in general and therefore also its 
influence on the organization of controlling should deliver new interesting data on 
an international level. 
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